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57 ABSTRACT 
The present invention is a method and apparatus for 
determining the exterior ambient temperature in a heat 
pump. In accordance with the prior art the heat pump 
defrosts the exterior heat exchanger if the exterior heat 
exchanger temperature has a predetermined relation 
ship to the exterior ambient temperature. The exterior 
heat exchanger temperature is measured directly via a 
temperature sensor. The improvement of the present 
invention includes operating the exterior fan after oper 
ation of the compressor, while repetitively measuring 
the temperature of the exterior heat exchanger until 
reaching a plateau temperature other than freezing. The 
exterior ambient temperature is set to the plateau tem 
perature. In the event that the plateau temperature 
equals freezing, the exterior ambient temperature is set 
equal to a compromise temperature slightly above 
freezing, preferably 34 degrees Fahrenheit. 

11 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets 
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HEAT PUMP WITH SINGLE EXTERIOR 
TEMPERATURE SENSOR 

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The technical field of the present invention is the 
control of heat pumps, and in particular the control of 
heat pumps to provide defrosting operation. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Heat pumps are temperature modification devices 
which are typically employed to heat an interior space. 
Heat pumps operate to transport eat from colder exte 
rior air to warm the interior space. This heat transfer is 
achieved via control of the liquid/gas state change of a 
refrigerant. 
A compressor receives the refrigerant in a gaseous 

state and through the introduction of pressure changes 
the state of the refrigerant into a liquid. This process 
will raise the temperature of the refrigerant. An interior 
heat exchanger enables heat transport from the hot 
refrigerant into the air of the interior space. Typically a 
fan is employed to transport interior air over the inte 
rior heat exchanger to facilitate this heat transfer. 
The liquid refrigerant is then routed to evaporator. In 

the evaporator, the pressure provided by the compres 
sor is released. This causes the refrigerant to vaporize 
from the liquid state into the gaseous state. Much of the 
heat of the liquid refrigerant is needed to provide the 
heat of vaporization. As a consequence, the gaseous 
refrigerant which emerges from the evaporator is at a 
much lower temperature than the entering liquid refrig 
erat. 

This lower temperature gaseous refrigerant is then 
routed to an exterior heat exchanger. This exterior heat 
exchanger is similar to the interior heat exchanger, 
except that heat flows from the exterior air into the 
colder gaseous refrigerant. As in the case of the interior 
heat exchanger, the exterior heat exchanger typically 
has an exterior fan to transport exterior air over the 
exterior heat exchanger to facilitate the heat transfer. 
The gaseous refrigerant, with its temperature elevated 
by heat from the exterior air, is then routed to the com 
pressor to repeat the cycle. 
The net result of this cycle is the transportation of 

heat from the colder exterior air to warm the interior 
air. The temperature of the liquid refrigerant from the 
compressor would typically be 110 degrees Fahrenheit. 
The refrigerant would typically be cooled to approxi 
mately 100 degrees Fahrenheit in the interior heat ex 
changer by heating the interior air which would be 
approximately 70 degrees Fahrenheit. The gaseous re 
frigerant emerging from the evaporator would typically 
be much colder, approximately 0 degrees Fahrenheit. 
Exterior air in the range of 60 degrees Fahrenheit to 35 
degrees Fahrenheit would typically heat the gaseous 
refrigerant to a temperature of approximately 28 de 
grees Fahrenheit. By thus controlling the liquid/gas 
state changes of the refrigerant it is possible t transport 
heat from the colder exterior to heat the warmer inte 
rior space. The amount of electrical energy required to 
transport this heat (the electrical power consumption of 
the compressor and the interior and exterior fans) is 
generally less than the electrical energy equivalent of 
this heat. Thus a heat pump provides greater heating 
than an electric resistance heater using the same amount 
of electrical power. 
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2 
Heat pumps have some disadvantages and limitations 

which prevent their more widespread use. Firstly, heat 
transport mechanism is based upon the limited tempera 
ture differential achieved by converting the refrigerant 
from a gas to a liquid an then from a liquid back to a gas. 
This temperature differential must be greater than the 
temperature difference between the interior space and 
the exterior in order for the desired heat transfer to take 
place. In addition, the heat transport mechanism is most 
efficient when the temperature difference between the 
interior and exterior is minimal. Thus the heat transport 
process is least efficient at the same time the need for 
heat transfer is greatest, when the exterior ambient 
temperature is very low. As a consequence a heat pump 
system is often teamed with an auxiliary heating unit, 
such as a gas or oil fired furnace, for use when the heat 
pump is inadequate to provide the desired interior tem 
perature. 

Secondly, there is a further factor that reduces the 
usefulness of heat pumps at low exterior ambient tem 
peratures. The formation of frost on the exterior heat 
exchanger severely limits the usefulness of heat pumps. 
Because the refrigerant can have a temperature in the 
range of 0 degrees Fahrenheit, heat transfer could theo 
retically take place for exterior ambient temperatures 
below freezing (32 degrees Fahrenheit). However be 
cause of the low temperature of the refrigerant in the 
exterior heat exchanger, frost tends to form on the exte 
rior heat exchanger from freezing of the humidity in the 
exterior air even when the exterior ambient temperature 
is above freezing. Typically frost would begin to form 
at exterior ambient temperatures in the range of 35 
degrees Fahrenheit to 37 degrees Fahrenheit. The build 
up of such frost tends to insulate the exterior heat ex 
changer from the exterior air, thus inhibiting the heat 
transport process. 

In accordance with the prior art there are systems 
which reverse the connection of the interior and exte 
rior heat exchangers to provide defrosting. This results 
in the transport of the hot liquid refrigerant to the exte 
rior heat exchanger causing the frost to be melted. Un 
fortunately, this causes the heat pump to act as an air 
conditioner, transporting heat from the interior to the 
exterior, generally at the very time that heating is most 
desired. Such a defrosting operation also consumes 
energy which does not contribute to heating. Detection 
of the proper times to defrost the exterior heat ex 
changer would thus save energy. 

In the prior art there are known systems to detect the 
build up of frost or the conditions which are known to 
cause such build up. One technique known in the art 
involves defrosting based upon the total time of Opera 
tion of the compressor of the heat pump. Such systems 
typically employ a bimetal snap switch in the compres 
sor circuit which is heated by the electric current sup 
plied to the compressor. When the duty cycle of opera 
tion of the compressor and the time of the current oper 
ation reach a limit set by the characteristics of the bi 
metal snap switch, then the bimetal snap switch trips. 
This interrupts the compressor and triggers a defrosting 
operation. Such a system does not take into account the 
exterior conditions, such as temperature and humidity, 
which control the likelihood of frost formation. Thus 
this system can only provide an approximation of the 
time when defrosting is needed. 
Another system known in the prior art employs the 

difference between the exterior ambient temperature 
and the exterior heat exchanger temperature to deter 
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mine when defrosting is required. When this difference 
exceeds a predetermined amount, based upon the exte 
rior ambient temperature, then a defrosting operation is 
begun. This technique detects the results of insulation of 
the exterior heat exchanger from the exterior air due to 5 
frost formation and is thus responsive to the particular 
ambient conditions. Such systems are not ideal for two 
reasons. These systems require a measure of two tem 
peratures, requiring two temperature sensors. In addi 
tion, the triggering temperature difference, which is 
typically formed from a linear function of the exterior 
ambient temperature, is ordinarily a compromise em 
ployed for a number of different heat pumps. Further, it 
is known that the temperature difference upon frost 
formation for any particular heat pump will change due 15 
to aging caused by deterioration of motor bearings, 
partial loss of refrigerant and other factors. Thus this 
defrost operation criteria is only an approximation for 
any particular heat pump at any particular point in its 
useful life. 
The two factors noted above limit the usefulness of 

the heat pump in certain climates. If the exterior ambi 
ent temperature will be below freezing for any signifi 
cant portion of the heating season, then either heat 
pumps are only rarely installed or heat pumps must be 
backed up with an auxiliary heating unit. This results in 
the requirement for extra equipment which is only inter 
mittently used. The prior art method for melting frost 
on the exterior heat exchanger places an additional 
heating load on the heating system at the same time that 
heat is most needed by cooling the interior space in 
order to heat the exterior heat exchanger. 

Studies of the temperature patterns of many U.S. 
cities show that a reduction of only a few degrees in the 
lowest operating temperature of a heat pump would 35 
greatly increase the areas where heat pumps could be 
used exclusively and greatly reduce the need for auxil 
iary heat in other regions. Any method of operation of 
a heat pumps that can more reliably detect the presence 
of frost would enable better utilization of powered de 
frosting and therefore provide such an improvement in 
the lowest operating temperature. Therefore it would 
be very useful in the heat pump field to provide a 
method for reliable frost detection. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is a method and apparatus for 
determining the exterior ambient temperature in a heat 
pump. The heat pump defrosts the exterior heat ex 
changer if the exterior heat exchanger temperature has 
a predetermined relationship to the exterior heat tem 
perature. The present invention is a manner of deter 
mining the exterior ambient temperature from a mea 
surement of the temperature of the exterior heat ex 
changer. This technique thus eliminates the need for 
two temperature sensors to measure the two tempera 
tures. 
The present invention triggers a defrosting operation 

upon detection of a predetermined relationship between 
the temperature of the exterior heat exchanger and the 
exterior ambient temperature. The exterior heat ex 
changer temperature is measured directly via a temper 
ature sensor. The improvement of the present invention 
includes operating the exterior fan after operation of the 

45 

compressor, while repetitively measuring the tempera- 65 
ture of the exterior heat exchanger. This operation of 
the exterior fan continues until a plateau is reached in 
the exterior heat exchanger temperature. The exterior 
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ambient temperature is set equal to this plateau tempera 
ture, if the plateau temperature is other than freezing. 
This technique works because the continued opera 

tion of the exterior fan causes the exterior heat ex 
changer temperature to move toward the exterior ambi 
ent temperature by taking on heat from the exterior air. 
Any plateau temperature, other than at freezing, indi 
cates that the exterior heat exchanger temperature has 
reached the exterior ambient temperature. A plateau 
temperature at freezing cannot be so easily interpreted. 
It could be that the exterior ambient temperature is 
freezing. On the other hand, it could also be that the 
exterior ambient temperature is greater than freezing 
and that some frost has formed on the exterior heat 
exchanger. In that case, heat from the exterior air sup 
plied by the exterior fan would melt the frost before 
raising the temperature of the exterior heat exchanger. 
Thus a plateau temperature at freezing does not indicate 
an exterior ambient temperature of freezing. 

Special provisions are made if the plateau tempera 
ture is freezing. The exterior fan is continued in opera 
tion. If there is frost on the exterior heat exchanger and 
the exterior ambient temperature is above freezing, then 
the frost will eventually be melted and the temperature 
of the exterior heat exchanger will move toward the 
exterior ambient temperature. Detection of the second 
plateau temperature will yield the actual exterior ambi 
ent temperature. For a range of exterior ambient tem 
peratures just above freezing, it is anticipated that the 
thermostat will require an additional compressor cycle 
prior to the time the exterior heat exchanger tempera 
ture reaches this second plateau or rises above freezing. 
In the case where a second plateau temperature is not 
reached, the exterior ambient temperature is set to a 
compromise temperature which is an approximation of 
the actual temperature. This compromise temperature is 
preferably near the center of the range of temperatures 
just above freezing where the thermostat demands an 
other compressor cycle prior to reaching the second 
plateau. In the preferred embodiment this compromise 
temperature is 34 degrees Fahrenheit. 
The exterior ambient temperature thus determined is 

employed in monitoring the heat pump for the accumu 
lation of frost. The temperature of the exterior heat 
exchanger is continuously monitored during operation 
of the compressor. This temperature, together with the 
exterior ambient temperature determined in accordance 
with the present invention during the previous com 
pressor off time, is employed to determine whether frost 
is forming on the exterior heat exchanger. If frost for 
mation is detected, then the compressor cycle is inter 
rupted and a defrosting operation is begun. This defrost 
ing operation may be a powered defrosting operation in 
accordance with the prior art. 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

These and other aspects and features of the present 
invention will become clear from the foregoing descrip 
tion of the invention taken in conjunction with the 
drawings, in which: 
FIG. 1 illustrates the general arrangement of parts in 

the heat pump control system of the resent invention; 
FIG. 2 illustrates further details of the heat pump 

controller illustrated in Flg. 1; 
FIG. 3 illustrates the temperature versus time profile 

of the exterior heat exchanger for three differing condi 
tions; and 
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FIGS. 4a and 4b illustrate a flow chart of a program 
suitable for execution by the microprocessor illustrated 
in FIG. 2 for practicing the present invention; 

DETALED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

FIG. 1 illustrates schematically the parts of the pres 
ent invention. Heat pump 100 includes compressor 110 
driven by compressor motor 105, refrigerant flow 
switch 120, interior heat exchanger 130 which has asso 
ciated therewith interior fan motor 135 and interior fan 
137, evaporator 140, exterior heat exchanger 150 which 
has associated therewith exterior fan motor 155 and 
exterior fan 157, and controller 160. 
As illustrated schematically in FIG. 1, refrigerant 

flows through the elements of the heat pump. The ar 
rows of FIG. 1 illustrate the refrigerant flow through 
refrigerant flow switch 120 during normal operation of 
heat pump 100. As shown in FIG. 1, refrigerant flows 
from compressor 110, through refrigerant flow switch 
120 to interior heat exchanger 130, to evaporator 140, to 
exterior heat exchanger 150, back to refrigerant flow 
switch 120, and then returns to compressor 110. This 
refrigerant flow path enables heat pump 100 to trans 
port heat from the exterior to the interior. Refrigerant 
flow switch 120 is provided to enable a reversed flow 
operation of heat pump 100. The reversed flow is from 
compressor 110, through refrigerant flow switch 120 to 
exterior heat exchanger 150, through evaporator 140, 
through interior heat exchanger 130, back to refrigerant 
flow switch 120, and then returns to compressor 110. 
This refrigerant flow path enables heat pump 100 to 
transport heat from the interior to the exterior. This 
reverse flow operation is employed in accordance with 
the teachings of the prior art to defrost exterior heat 
exchanger 150. 

Controller 160 is coupled to compressor motor 105, 
refrigerant flow switch 120, interior fan motor 135 and 
exterior fan motor 155. Controller 160 controls the 
operation of heat pump 100 by control of compressor 
motor 105, refrigerant flow switch 120, interior fan 
motor 135 and exterior fan motor 155. This control 
includes thermostatic control of the temperature of the 
interior space and control of defrosting exterior heat 
exchanger 150. 

FIG. 2 illustrates controller 160 in further detail. 
Controller 160 includes microprocessor 200, interior 
temperature sensor 210, exterior temperature sensor 
220, display 230, keyboard 240 and output controller 
250. Interior temperature sensor 210 is a temperature 
sensor which measures the interior temperature. The 
interior temperature is employed in the thermostatic 
control of heat pump 100. 

Exterior temperature sensor 220 measures the tem 
perature of exterior heat exchanger 150 and enables 
determination of the exterior ambient temperature. 
These temperatures are employed in the control of 
frost. In the preferred embodiment of the present inven 
tion exterior temperature sensor 220 is a temperature 
sensor which is thermally coupled to the exterior heat 
exchanger and insulated from the exterior air, for mea 
suring the temperature of exterior heat exchanger 150. 
The temperature of the exterior air is determined from 
the exterior heat exchanger temperature. 

Display 230 is constructed in accordance with the 
prior art and is employed to send messages to the user of 
heat pump 100. Such messages could include the cur 
rent time, the current interior temperature and the cur 
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6 
rent desired temperature. In addition, display 230 can be 
employed in conjunction with keyboard 240 to provide 
feedback to the user during entry of commands via 
keyboard 240. Keyboard 240 is constructed in accor 
dance with the prior art and is employed to enable 
operator control of heat pump 100. Keyboard 240 can 
be employed to enter the current time and the current 
desired temperature. In addition it is known in the art to 
provide a sequence of desired temperatures for particu 
lar times of the day via keyboard 240 for storage within 
microprocessor 200. This would enable microprocessor 
200 to control heat pump 100 to provide a time/temper 
ature profile corresponding to this stored sequence of 
desired temperatures at particular times. 
Output controller 250 is connected to compressor 

motor 105, refrigerant flow switch 120, interior fan 
motor 135 and exterior fan motor 155. Output control 
ler 250 includes one or more relays or semiconductor 
switching elements needed for switching the electrical 
power to these elements under the control of micro 
processor 200. 

Microprocessor 200 is constructed in accordance 
with the prior art. Microprocessor 200 includes: a cen 
tral processing unit 202 for performing arithmetic and 
logic operations under program control; random access 
memory 204 for temporary storage of data, intermediate 
calculation results and the like; read only memory 206 
which permanently stores a program for control of 
microprocessor 200 and may further store tables of 
constants employed in its operation; and real time clock 
208 which provides an indicating of the current time. 
Typically microprocessor 200, including central pro 
cessing unit 202, random access memory 204 read only 
memory 206, and real time clock 208, is formed on a 
single integrated circuit. Microprocessor 200 is in fact a 
miniature programmed computer. Proper selection of 
the program permanently stored in read only memory 
206 during manufacture of microprocessor 200 enables 
the identical structure to perform a variety of tasks. 
Naturally the specification of a particular program in 
read only memory 206 causes that particular micro 
processor to be dedicated to the particular task imple 
mented by that program. The flexibility in design and 
manufacturing provided by this technique is highly 
advantageous in an art that is rapidly changing. 

In operation the program stored in read only memory 
206 causes microprocessor 200 to control the operation 
of heat pump 100. This program causes microprocessor 
200 to receive the input signals from interior tempera 
ture sensor 210 and exterior temperature sensor 220 
together with input commands from keyboard 240. 
Microprocessor 200 then provides an output to the user 
via display 230 and controls the operation of compres 
sor motor 105, refrigerant flow switch 120, interior fan 
motor 135 and exterior fan motor 155 via output con 
troller 250 in accordance to a program permanently 
stored in read only memory 206 in conjunction with the 
current time indicated by real time clock 208. 
FIG. 3 illustrates the time/temperature profile of the 

exterior heat exchanger for times after the compressor is 
turned off. The vertical scale is in degrees Fahrenheit. 
Note that freezing (32 degrees Fahrenheit) is marked on 
the graph. FIG. 3 illustrates three cases in curves 310, 
320 and 330, respectively. 

In FIG.3, time to corresponds to the time in which he 
compressor is turned off. Prior to time to the tempera 
ture measured by the sensor placed on exterior heat 
exchanger 150 corresponds to the lowest temperature 
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achievable by heat pump 100 under operating condi 
tions and is a function of the construction of the particu 
lar heat pump. At times following time to the tempera 
ture of exterior heat exchanger 150 rises toward a quies 
cent level which is dependant upon the exterior ambient 
temperature. 
Curve 310 shows a rise to a quiescent temperature T 

which is above freezing. This condition occurs when 
the exterior ambient temperature is above freezing. In 
such an event no frost is formed on exterior heat ex 
changer 150. 
Curve 320 shows a rise to a quiescent temperature T2 

which is below freezing. In this case the exterior ambi 
ent temperature is below freezing. In such an event it is 
unknown whether or not frost is formed on exterior 
heat exchanger 150. However, the formation of frost is 
likely and further it is clear that exterior heat exchanger 
150 cannot be defrosted by running exterior fan 157 to 
move exterior air across exterior heat exchanger 150. 
This is because the exterior ambient temperature is 
below freezing. 
Curve 330 shows a rise to a quiescent temperature T3 

equal to freezing, and a later rise in temperature starting 
at time t2 to a further quiescent temperature T4 at time 
t3. This corresponds to the case in which there is an 
accumulation of frost on exterior heat exchange 150 and 
the exterior ambient temperature is above freezing. The 
temperature of exterior heat exchanger 150 rises to 
freezing. Any heat transported to exterior heat ex 
changer 150 thereafter does not raise its temperature but 
rather melts some of the frost. After all the frost is 
melted at time t2 the temperature of exterior heat ex 
changer 150 again begins to rise. This reaches the level 
T4 at time t3. 
A method for determining the exterior ambient tem 

perature from the measured exterior heat exchanger 
temperature can be understood from FIG. 3. In accor 
dance with one embodiment of the present invention, 
exterior fan 157 is operated after compressor 110 has 
been switched off. This serves to transport exterior air 
over exterior heat exchanger 150 and thereby raise the 
temperature of exterior heat exchanger 150 to the exte 
rior ambient temperature. A plateau in the exterior heat 
exchanger temperature can be detected when this oc 
curs. In such a case the exterior ambient temperature 
equals the plateau temperature. However, a plateau 
temperature of 32 degrees Fahrenheit does not neces 
sarily indicate an exterior ambient temperature of 32 
degrees Fahrenheit. As can be seen at curve 330, the 
time/temperature profile of exterior heat exchanger 150 
may exhibit a first plateau at freezing (32 degrees Fah 
renheit), caused by heat from the external air being ab 
sorbed in melting frost, followed by a later plateau at a 
higher temperature. It is only this later plateau tempera 
ture which corresponds to the exterior ambient temper 
ature. Thus the exterior ambient temperature can be 
determined by monitoring the external heat exchanger 
temperature for the occurrence of a plateau at a temper 
ature other than 32 degrees Fahrenheit. 
As previously noted, it is anticipated that for a range 

of exterior ambient temperatures just above freezing the 
thermostat will require an additional compressor cycle 
before time t2 when the exterior heat exchanger temper 
ature rises above freezing. This occurs because the ther 
mal load on the heat pump is too great to permit the 
compressor to be off for the interval between time to 
and t2. This range of exterior ambient temperatures is 
expected to be between 32 degrees Fahrenheit and 35 or 

10 

15 

25 

35 

40 

45 

50 

55 

65 

8 
36 degrees Fahrenheit. In such a case the exterior ambi 
ent temperature will be set to a compromise tempera 
ture within this range, such as 34 degrees Fahrenheit. 
FIG. 4a and 4b illustrate a flow chart of program 400 

used to control the operation of microprocessor 200 for 
achieving the thermostatic control and frost control in 
accordance with the present invention. Program 400 
illustrated in FIG. 4 is not intended to show the exact 
details of the program for control of microprocessor 
200. Instead, program 400 is intended to illustrate only 
the overall general steps employed in this program. It 
should also be noted that program 400 illustrated in 
FIG. 4a and 4b does not show all of the control pro 
cesses necessary to the control of heat pump 100. In 
particular, program 400 does not show the manner in 
which operator inputs are received from keyboard 240 
or the manner in which display 230 is employed to send 
messages to the user. Since these necessary portions of 
the program for operation of microprocessor 200 are 
known in the art and form no part of the present inven 
tion, they are omitted from the present description. 
Those skilled in the art of microprocessor programming 
would be enabled to provide the exact details of the 
program for control of microprocessor 200 from pro 
gram 400 illustrated here and the other descriptions of 
the present application once the selection of the type of 
microprocessor unit to embody microprocessor 200 is 
made, together with its associated instruction set. 
Program 400 is a continuous loop which is performed 

repetitively. For convenience the description of this 
continuous loop is begun with processing block 401. In 
processing block 401, program 400 controls micro 
processor 200 to measure the interior temperature. This 
process takes place by reading and processing the signal 
from interior temperature sensor 210. The preferred 
embodiment of the present invention employs the vari 
able resistance of a thermistor as interior temperature 
sensor 210. Microprocessor 200 preferably controls an 
analog to digital conversion process to convert the 
resistance of such a thermistor into a digital number. 
Lastly, microprocessor 200 preferably converts this 
digital measure of the resistance of the thermistor into 
interior temperature Ti using a look up table. This pro 
cess and other methods for obtaining a digital signal 
indicative of temperature are known in the prior art. 
Program 400 next determines desired temperature Tal 

for the current time (processing block 402). This tem 
perature could be a set point entered via keyboard 240. 
In accordance with the preferred embodiment, how 
ever, this desired temperature Tais recalled from a table 
containing a sequence of desired temperatures for par 
ticular times of the day stored within random access 
memory 204. The desired temperature T for the partic 
ular time is recalled in conjunction with the current 
time indicated by real time clock 208. This process is 
known in the art and will not be further described. The 
essential element of this step in program 400 is to pro 
duce desired temperature Tai for comparison with inte 
rior temperature Ti. 
Program 400 next performs the thermostatic control 

of heat pump 100 (subroutine 410). This process in 
cludes control of the operation of compressor motor 
105, refrigerant flowswitch 120, interior fan motor 135 
and exterior fan motor 155 via output controller 250. 
Subroutine 410 illustrated in FIG. 4 shows a very sim 
ple comparison algorithm for this control process as an 
example only. This technique plus other more sophisti 
cated techniques are known in the art. 
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Program 400 first determines, if compressor 110 is 

now off, whether it has been off for longer than a prede 
termined period of time td (decision block 411). This test 
is provided to insure a minimum off time whenever 
compressor 110 is turned offin order to protect motor 
105. If compressor 110 is off and has not been off for the 
required interval tal, then the rest of thermostatic sub 
routine 410 is bypassed and control passes to processing 
block 434. If compressor 110 is on, or if compressor 110 
has been off for longer than the interval td, then the 
remainder of thermostatic subroutine 410 is executed. 
Program 400 compares measured interior tempera 

ture Ti with desired temperature Ta (decision block 
412). If measured interior temperature T is less than 
desired temperature Tal, then compressor motor 105, 
interior fan motor 135 and exterior fan motor 155 are 
turned on or remain on if they are already on processing 
block 413. This takes place by microprocessor 200 send 
ing the proper commands to output controller 250 for 
actuating these motors. This serves to actuate heat 
pump 100 to begin transportation of heat from the exte 
rior to the interior. Program 400 then tests whether 
frost has formed on exterior heat exchanger 150 in a 
manner which will be described below. 

If measured interior temperature T is not less than 
desired temperature Tal, then compressor motor 105 and 
interior fan motor 135 are turned off or remain off (Pro 
cessing block 414). As before, this is achieved by micro 
processor 200 issuing the necessary commands to out 
put controller 250 for deactuating these motors. Note 
that exterior fan motor 155 is separately controlled in 
accordance with the present invention. 
The remainder of program 400 is concerned with the 

defrosting operation of heat pump 100. There are two 
branches, one entered when heat pump 100 is operating 
and one entered when heat pump 100 is not operating. If 
heat pump 100 is operating, then program 400 tests to 
determine if frost has formed. If this is the case the 
operation of heat pump 100 is interrupted and a defrost 
ing operation is begun. If heat pump 100 is not operat 
ing, program 400 operates to determine the exterior 
ambient temperature. 

Program 400 repetitively tests for frost formation if 
heat pump 100 is operating. This takes place by compar 
ison of the exterior heat exchanger temperature and the 
exterior ambient temperature. Program 400 firstly mea 
sures the exterior heat exchanger temperature Te (pro 
cessing block 420). In the preferred embodiment, exte 
rior sensor 220 includes athermistor which is in thermal 
contact with exterior heat exchanger 150 and insulated 
from the exterior air. Microprocessor 200 preferably 
determines the exterior heat exchanger temperature Te 
in the same manner described above with regard to 
determination of the interior temperature T. 
Program 400 next tests to determine whether the 

difference between the previously determined exterior 
ambient temperature T and the just measured exterior 
heat exchanger temperature Te is greater than a prede 
termined frost formation difference function AT(T) 
(decision block 421). In accordance with the preferred 
embodiment, this predetermined frost formation differ. 
ence function ATCT) is adjustable by microprocessor 
200. In this preferred embodiment, the corresponding 
difference value of the predetermined frost formation 
difference function ATCT) for each exterior ambient 
temperature To is stored in a look up table in random 
access memory 204. The manner of adjustment of this 
predetermined frost formation difference function 
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10 
AT(T) will be described below. The predetermined 
frost formation difference function AT(T) is set in ac 
cordance with the equation: 

7 x T. 
ATT) = -- 12 

upon initial application of electric power to controller 
160, prior to any adjustment. Microprocessor 200 is 
programmed to provide this linear function for the 
predetermined frost formation difference function 
AT(T) initially. If the difference between the exterior 
ambient temperature To and the exterior heat exchanger 
temperature Te does not exceed this predetermine frost 
formation difference function ATCT), then frost is not 
detected. Program 400 returns to processing block 401 
to repeat the control process. If the difference exceeds 
the predetermined frost formation difference function 
AT(T), then external fan 157 is turned off (processing 
block 422). Then program 400 provides a powered 
defrost operation. Thus the operation of heat pump 100 
is interrupted when frost is detected. 
Program 400 next performs a powered defrost cycle. 

Program 400 reverses refrigerant flow switch 120 (pro 
cessing block 423). This is accomplished by provision of 
the proper command from microprocessor 200 to out 
put controller 250. This causes the heated liquid refrig 
erant from compressor 110 to be supplied to exterior 
heat exchanger 150 for defrosting and incidentally re 
moving heat from the interior space via interior heat 
exchanger 130 in the process. 

In accordance with the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, the frost formation difference func 
tion AT(T) is adjusted based upon the time required for 
the defrost operation. Accordingly, microprocessor 200 
is programmed to time this operation. Thus a timer is 
started (processing block 424) to time the defrosting 
operation. 

Program 400 then measures the exterior heat ex 
changer temperature Te in the same manner as previ 
ously described processing block 425), program 400 
then tests to determine if exterior heat exchanger ten 
perature Te is less than or equal to freezing (decision 
block 426). If this is true then control returns to process 
ing block 425 to repeat the temperature measurement. 
The program 400 remains in this loop until exterior heat 
exchanger temperature Teis greater than freezing (deci 
sion block 426). 
Once this occurs then the defrosting operation is 

stopped. Program 400 stops the timer (processing block 
427) thereby yielding an elapsed time t. Program then 
turns off compressor motor 105 (processing block 428) 
and resets refrigerant flow switch 120 to normal flow 
(processing block 429). This completes the defrosting 
operation. 
Program 400 next uses the elapsed time t to determine 

if the frost formation difference function AT(T) should 
be adjusted. It is believed that the time to defrost exte 
rior heat exchanger 150 is best kept within a narrow 
range. It is believed that the ideal length of time for the 
defrosting operation is in the range of 5 minutes. If the 
time to defrost is greater than the ideal time, then heat 
pump efficiency is reduced due to excessive frost forma 
tion. If the time to defrost is less than the ideal time, then 
energy is wasted through defrosting more frequently 
than necessary. Deviation from the ideal time is em 
ployed to adjust the frost formation difference function 
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AT(T) to bring the defrost time closer to the ideal 
value. 
The adjustment of the frost formation difference 

function AT(T) takes place as follows. Program 400 
tests to determine if the elapsed time t is greater than an 
upper limit value tu (decision block 430). This upper 
limit value is set at six minutes in accordance with the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention. If this is 
the case then the frost formation difference function 
AT(T) at the current exterior ambient temperature Tn 
is decremented (processing block 431). This serves to 
reduce the temperature difference needed to trigger a 
defrosting operation at the particular external ambient 
temperature T, thus causing more frequent and shorter 
defrosting. In the preferred embodiment in which the 
frost formation difference function A(To) is stored in 
random access memory 204, this is achieved by sub 
tracting a small amount from the value of AT stored in 
the memory location corresponding to the current exte 
rior ambient temperature Tn. 

If the elapsed time t is not greater than the upper limit 
t, teen program 400 test to determine if the elapsed 
time t is less than a lower limitt (decision block 432). In 
accordance with the preferred embodiment of the pres 
ent invention, this lower limit value is set at four min 
utes. If this is not the case, then elapsed time t is between 
upper limit tu, and lower limit t1, therefore no adjust 
ment of the frost formation difference function AT(T) 
is required. Accordingly, program 400 returns to pro 
cessing block 401 via entry point A. If elapsed time t is 
less than the lower limit ti, then the value of the frost 
formation difference function AT(T) at the current 
exterior ambient temperature T is incremented (pro 
cessing block 433). This serves to increase the tempera 
ture difference needed to trigger a defrosting operation 

O 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

at the particular external ambient temperature Tn, thus . 
causing less frequent and longer defrosting. In the pre 
ferred embodiment, this is achieved by adding a small 
amount to the value of AT stored in the memory loca 
tion corresponding to the current exterior ambient tem 
perature Tn. 
This adjustment of the frost formation difference 

function AT(T) described above is on a point by point 
basis. That is, each adjustment changes only a single 
point of the function. Recall that the frost formation 
difference function AT(T) is initially set as a linear 
approximation in accordance with the following equa 
tion: 

7 x T. 
AT(T) = -- 12 

This initial approximation of the frost formation differ 
ence function AT(T) is adjusted repeatedly for each 
defrosting operation which requires a time outside the 
upper and lower limit values. 
The above discussion of the adjustment of the frost 

formation function AT(T) is based upon a predeter 
mined upper limit value tu and a predetermined lower 
limit value t1. Alternatively, the upper limit value tu and 
the lower limit value t1 could be operator selectable 
upon installation of heat pump 100. In this manner a 
single type of microprocessor 200 can serve as the con 
troller for differing heat pump installations with differ 
ing compressors 110, interior heat exchangers 130 and 
exterior heat exchangers 150, and thus differing frost 
forming characteristics. 
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Program 400 enters another branch if heat pump 100 

is not operating. This branch of program 400 is entered 
only when compressor motor 105 and interior fan 
motor 135 are already turned off (decision block 411) or 
when compressor motor 105 and interior fan motor 135 
have just been turned off (processing block 414). Note 
that if another type of thermostatic control process is 
employed in place of that illustrated in subroutine 410, 
this program branch is entered immediately after the 
compressor motor 105 and the interior fan motor 135 
are turned off. 
Program 400 measures the exterior heat exchanger 

temperature Te (processing block 434). This takes place 
in the same manner as previously described above in 
relation to processing block 420. Program 400 then tests 
to determine if the absolute value of the difference be 
tween the last measured temperature of the exterior 
heat exchanger Te and the prior measured temperature 
of the exterior heat exchanger T is less than a small 
value e (decision block 435). This test determines if the 
temperature of the exterior heat exchanger 150 has 
reached a plateau or not. If this test fails, indicating that 
the temperature is changing, then the prior measured 
temperature of the exterior heat exchanger T is set 
equal to the last measured temperature of the exterior 
heat exchanger Te (processing block 436) and control is 
returned to processing block 401 to repeat the control 
process. The minimum off time enforced by decision 
block 411 ensures that this plateau determination is done 
many times each off cycle. 
Once a plateau temperature is reached, program 400 

tests to determine if the exterior heat exchanger temper 
ature Te is equal to freezing (decision block 437). If this 
is the case, then the exterior ambient temperature is set 
to the compromise temperature (processing block 438), 
which is preferably 34 degrees Fahrenheit. 

In case the plateau temperature T is not freezing, 
then program 400 sets the exterior ambient temperature 
To equal to the plateau temperature T (processing 
block 439). As noted above in conjunction with FIG. 3, 
under these conditions exterior fan 157 causes the pla 
teau temperature T of the exterior heat exchanger 150 
to be the exterior ambient temperature. Thus the exte 
rior ambient temperature To can be determined without 
the need for an additional sensor. This exterior ambient 
temperature Ta is employed in other portions of pro 
gram 400. The exterior fan is turned off (processing 
block 440) and control returns to processing block 401 
to repeat the control process. Note that if no plateau 
temperature is reached, then the exterior ambient tem 
perature To is not reset. In such a case the previous 
exterior ambient temperature is unchanged. 
The above described process has two advantageous 

features. These both come from the fact that controller 
160 adjusts the frost determination function based upon 
actual experience in defrosting the particular heat pump 
100. Firstly, the process adapts to the particular installa 
tion. While the initial frost formation difference func 
tion equation may be an appropriate approximation for 
many heat pumps, the above described process opti 
mizes the frost determination for the particular heat 
pump employing feedback from actual use. Secondly, 
the adjustment of the frost determination corrects for 
any drift in the characteristics of the particular heat 
pump. It is known in the art that the temperature differ 
ence at frost formation for any particular heat pump 
changes with wear and aging of the equipment. In par 
ticular, the level of refrigerant in the heat pump, which 
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is subject to slow leakage during use, effects the temper 
ature difference upon frost formation. There fore the 
present invention advantageously adapts to the particu 
lar characteristics of the heat pump at the particular 
time. 
We claim: 
1. A method for determining the exterior ambient 

temperature in a heat pump having a compressor, an 
interior heat exchanger, and exterior heat exchanger, an 
exterior fan for moving exterior air past the exterior 
heat exchanger, and a thermostatic control means for 
cycling the compressor ON and OFF in accordance 
with heating demand, the improvement comprising the 
steps of: 

repetitively measuring the temperature of the exterior 
heat exchanger immediately following the thermo 
static control means cycling OFF the compressor 
until said measured temperature of the exterior 
heat exchanger reaches a plateau temperature 
other than freezing; 

operating said exterior fan immediately following the 
thermostatic control means cycling OFF the 
copmressor at least until the exterior heat ex 
changer reaches said plateau temperature other 
than freezing; and 

determining the exterior ambient temperature as said 
plateau temperature. 

2. The method for determining the exterior ambient 
temperature in a heat pump of claim 1, further compris 
ing the steps of: 

continuing to operate the exterior fan if said measured 
temperature of the exterior heat exchanger reaches 
a plateau temperature equal to freezing, and 

ceasing operation of the exterior fan if said measured 
temperature of the exterior heat exchanger reaches 
a plateau temperature other than freezing. 

3. The method for determining the exterior ambient 
temperature in a heat pump of claim 2, further compris 
ing the step of: 

determining the exterior ambient temperature as a 
predetermined temperature slightly above freezing 
if said measured temperature of the exterior heat 
exchanger reaches a plateau temperature equal to 
freezing. 

4. The method for determining the exterior ambient 
temperature in a heat pump of claim 3, wherein: 

said predetermined temperature slightly above freez 
ing is 34 degrees Fahrenheit. 

5. The method for determining the exterior ambient 
temperature in a heat pump of claim 1, further compris 
ing the step of: 

determining the exterior ambient temperature as said 
the prior exterior ambient temperature if said exte 
rior heat exchanger temperature fails to reach a 
plateau temperature prior to the thermostatic con 
trol means cycling the compressor ON. 

6. An electronic thermostat for control of a heat 
pump for heating an interior space, the heat pump in 
cluding a compressor, an interior heat exchanger, an 
interior fan for moving interior air past the interior heat 
exchanger, an evaporator, an exterior heat exchanger 
and an exterior fan for moving exterior air past the 
exterior heat exchanger, said electronic thermostat 
comprising: 
an interior temperature sensor for generating a digital 

interior temperature signal indicative of the ambi 
ent air temperature within the interior space; 
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14 
a desired temperature means for generating a digital 

desired temperature signal indicative of a predeter 
mined desired temperature; 

a first control means connected to the compressor, 
the interior fan, the exterior fan, said interior tem 
perature sensor and said desired temperature means 
for cycling the compressor and the interior fan ON 
and OFF to warm the interior space based upon the 
relationship between said interior temperature sig 
nal and said desired temperature signal; 

an exterior heat exchanger temperature sensor for 
generating a digital exterior heat exchanger tem 
perature signal indicative of the temperature of the 
exterior heat exchanger; 

an exterior ambient temperature means connected to 
the exterior fan, said first control means and said 
exterior heat exchanger temperature sensor for 
repetitively comparing said digital exterior heat 
exchanger temperature signal with the prior 
digital exterior heat exchanger temperature sig 
nal immediately following said first control 
means cycling OFF the compressor until said 
digital exterior heat exchanger temperature sig 
nal reaches a plateau temperature other than 
freezing, 

operating said exterior fan immediately following 
said first control means cycling OFF the com 
pressor at least until said digital exterior heat 
exchanger signal reaches said plateau tempera 
ture other than freezing, and 

generating a digital exterior ambient temperature 
signal corresponding to said plateau tempera 
ture. 

7. The electronic thermostat for control of a heat 
pump as claimed in claim 6, wherein: 

said exterior ambient temperature means continues to 
operate the exterior fan if said digital exterior heat 
exchanger temperature signal reaches a plateau 
temperature equal to freezing, and ceasing opera 
tion of the exterior fan if said digital exterior heat 
exchanger temperature signal reaches a plateau 
temperature other than freezing. 

8. The electronic thermostat for control of a heat 
pump as claimed in claim 7, wherein: 

said exterior ambient temperature means generates 
said digital exterior ambient temperature signal 
corresponding to a predetermined temperature 
slightly above freezing if said measured tempera 
ture of the exterior heat exchanger reaches a pla 
teau temperature equal to freezing. 

9. The electronic thermostat for control of a heat 
pump as claimed in claim 8, wherein: 

said predetermined temperature slightly above freez 
ing is 34 degrees Fahrenheit. 

10. The electronic thermostat for control of a heat 
pump as claimed in claim 6, further comprising: 

a second control means connected to the compressor, 
the interior fan, the exterior fan, said first control 
means, said exterior heat exchanger temperature 
sensor, and said exterior ambient temperature 
means for interrupting operation of the compressor 
and initiating a primary defrosting operation to 
defrost the exterior heat exchanger if said digital 
exterior heat exchanger signal and said digital exte 
rior ambient temperature signal have a predeter 
mined relationship. 

11. The electronic thermostat for control of a heat 
pump as claimed in claim 6, wherein: 
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said exterior ambient temperature means further in- exchanger temperature signal fails to reach a 
cludes means for 
generating a digital exterior ambient temperature o 

signal corresponding to the prior digital exterior means cycling the compressor ON. 
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